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altogether disappeared. The sokemen of Cambridgeshire,
who numbered 900 tempore regis Edwardi, were twenty
years later reduced to 213x; the rest had been degraded
into villeinage, and the sign of their altered condition
lay in the exaction of week - work. In districts where
villeinage was unknown in 1066 an unfree clement crept
in2. We read in Domesday Book how " in this manor there
was at that time a freeman who has now been made one of
the villeins"3; and from these words we can picture the
harshness and oppression of the newcomers. The mailed
hand of the Norman lord pressed heavily upon the unarmed
tillers of the soil and ' thrust them down ' into servitude.
In other cases they continued to retain something of their
privileged position, but nevertheless were now in a condition
of considerable inferiority. The lawyers of a later generation
still possessed a tradition that" any one of the subjected race,
who holds an estate, has obtained it by the favour of the lord
or under a contract"4. Increased services were imposed
upon them, and the principle nullc tcrre sans seigneur con-
demned them to a feudal dependency. Whatever view may
be taken of the Norman Conquest, it undoubtedly affected
adversely the economic position of the great mass of the
nation. For the English peasantry, ' the red thread of the
Norman Conquest' was distinctly ' a catastrophe ',
it was hardly likely that influences so injurious to
the freer peasantry should have left untouched the bulk
of the villagers, the class of villeins, and there can be
scarcely any question that as a rule their position greatly
deteriorated. The Domesday villein was to all appear-
ances in a far higher condition than the serf of the
thirteenth century, who combined with his unfree tenure
a considerable degree of personal servitude. Everything
indicates that in status, at any rate, he was a free man.
The Rectitudincs Singularum Pcrsonarum tells us that the
gebur and the cottager paid hearth-penny on Holy Thursday,
1 Maitland, Domesday Book and Beyond, 62-63,
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